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most useful purpose in that they cause the breaking down of dead
plant and animal matter and help return the component materials
to the soil and air in forms which can be absorbed and utilized by
green plants. The great majority of plant diseases are due to
parasitic fungi, and these do tremendous damage; fortunately
scientists have, in comparatively recent years, learned much about
the control of these diseases, and the application of this knowledge
has gone far toward minimizing the loss. A few human diseases are
due to fungi; these are mostly of minor importance.
Classes of fungi. In the fungi there are three classes: the
Phycomycetes, the Ascomycetes, and the Basidiomycetes.
CLASS PHYCOMYCETES
General characteristics. The Phycomycetes, as a class, bear con-
siderable resemblance in general structure to the chlorococcine line
of development in the green algae, and particularly to the Sipho-
nales. While some of the simplest are unicellular, the great majority
are coenocytic and have a much-branched mycelium in which there
are many nuclei but no cross walls except in connection with the
formation of reproductive structures. The nature of the mycelium
is a very important diagnostic character in recognizing the Phy-
comycetes, as the Ascomycetes and the Basidiomycetes have a septate
mycelium; that is, a mycelium which is divided up into separate
cells by cross walls.
In the Phycomycetes there are three orders: the Chytridiales,
the Oomycetes, and the Zygomycetes. The forms included in the
Chytridiales are all small and the mycelium is never well developed.
The Oomycetes and the Zygomycetes are characterized by a well-
developed mycelium.
ORDER OOMYCETES
Saprolegnia
General characteristics. The Oomycetes are characterized by the
fact that sexual reproduction is by the fertilization of eggs. In
order to get an idea of this order we may consider a typical example,
the genus Saprokgnia. This genus (Fig. 659) grows abundantly